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Conquering the Tower of Babel 

During the past few decades, rapid advances in sci- 
ence and technology as well as space-age discover- 
ies have reduced our planet to the dimensions of a 
“global village”... alarge cosmopolitan village in 
which a multiplicity of languages perpetuate the mem- 
ory of the Tower of Babel. 


In spite of the language barriers, however, the 
“villagers” communicate between themselves as 
never before, thanks not only to the ever more sophis- 
ticated means of communication, but also to the pa- 
tient and painstaking work of thousands of translators 
spread everywhere. 


Canada is deeply involved in the hectic life of this 
“global village”, through commercial, cultural, scien- 
tific and technical exchanges, immigration, foreign aid, 
military alliances and many other activities. This coun- 
try’s development, as well as the welfare and stan- 
dard of living of the Canadian people depend to a very 
great extent on these international linkages. 


Through its official languages, Canada has the advan- 
tages of the best of two worlds: the Anglophone and 
the Francophone. Moreover, the other languages 
used within the country and abroad are being given 
unprecedented importance, which is exemplified by 
the fact that the volume of government translation of 
aboriginal and foreign languages tripled between 
1963 and 1981, exceeding 20 million words per year. 
The annual budget devoted to these efforts has risen 
to some three million dollars. 


The government’s translation needs are met by its 
own Translation Bureau, which, besides its official 
languages services, has a sizeable team of transla- 
tors working with some sixty languages, as well as a 
group of interpreters who provide oral translation for 
international conferences, meetings and various 
missions. 


Due to strong fluctuations both in the workload at dif- 
ferent times and in subject areas and languages, 
more than half of multilingual translation is provided 
by freelances. The Translation Bureau draws these 
freelances from a large pool of some 500 qualified 
persons who have been selected on the basis of 
translation tests. 


Historical Sketch 

The Canadian government has always used transla- 
tion and interpretation for its communication needs in 
English and French, in the aboriginal languages, and 
for communication with countries using other lan- 
guages. The multilingual translation service, however, 
had its origin during the Second World War with the 
establishment of a team of translators in the Depart- 
~ment.of National War Services, where they helped the 
Censorship Branch by keeping all foreign correspon- 
dence under close surveillance. 


At the end of the war, a few members of this team 
were absorbed by the Translation Bureau to deal 
mainly with foreign language letters and documents 
concerning essentially the immigration of displaced 
persons from the European displaced persons camps. 


Then, as time passed, while continuing to meet the 
ever-growing needs of the Department of Citizenship 
and Immigration, the multilingual translation service of 
the Translation Bureau began receiving a constantly 
rising number of translation requests of increasing 
complexity from several other ministries, particularly 
from External Affairs, Trade and Commerce, National 
Defence and Energy, Mines and Resources. By 1962, 
the workload rose to over eight million words, of which 
one-half consisted of technical and scientific texts, 
and the personnel of the translation team had risen to 
twelve translators, a clerk and three typists, supported 
by a reserve of twenty-five freelances. 


With the launching into orbit of the first Soviet satellite, 
“Sputnik I” in 1957, the Western World gradually 
came to realize that scientific and technical knowl- 
edge and know-how are international and that more 
particularly, the Anglo-American and Canadian socie- 
ties did not have a monopoly on this. Recognizing 
that, the various interested governmental organiza- 
tions saw the need to keep up with the work done in 
other countries and to that end, to become better in- 
formed on the contents of their leading scientific and 
technical journals. Thus the volume of demand for 
translation grew steadily and the texts dealt with be- 
Came more and more specialized and complex. 


Today, the total annual production of the team 
amounts to some 20 million words and thousands of 
documents translated from some sixty languages, of 
which the most in demand are generally German, 
Italian, Japanese, Russian, the Scandinavian lan- 
guages and Spanish. 


The Services Provided @ Translation of informational material for immi- 
The services provided by the multilingual team of the grants into foreign languages. 
Translation Bureau are very diverse. The following is 


E @ Translation into foreign languages and into the of- 
a brief Summary: 


™ Translation into English or French of research pa- 


pers and scientific and technical articles written in 
other languages. These translations are normally 
entered in the International Translation Index of 
the Canadian Institute for Scientific and Technical 
Information (National Research Council of 
Canada) and the World Index of Scientific Trans- 
lations. To obtain copies, one merely has to write 
to either of these institutions. 


Linguistic verification of new international treaties 
negotiated by Canada. 


Translation of publicity and other materials into 
foreign languages to promote the sale of 
Canadian products and tourism in Canada, in 


non-Anglophone and non-Francophone countries. 


ficial languages, of the resolutions, proceedings 
and other documents emanating from interna- 
tional conferences hosted by Canada. 


Translation of diverse documents dealing with 
communication between Canada and other coun- 
tries using other languages (submissions, reports, 
laws and regulations, correspondence, etc.). 


Translation of personal documents, certificates 
etc., for the use of the Department of Employment 
and Immigration, the Canada Pension Plan, the 
administration of Old Age Security and the 
Registrar of Canadian Citizenship. 


Typing of texts in non-official languages, calligra- 
phy of material written in non-alphabetic scripts, 
as well as proofreading of Canadian government 
publications in languages other than English or 
French. 


The Language Groups 

Within the Translation Bureau, approximately 80 per- 
sonnel form the multilingual translation service. Of 
these, some fifty are translators belonging to the Pub- 
lic Service of Canada. They are divided into groups in 
accordance with their respective working languages. 
There is a German Section, a Romance Languages 
Section, a Slavonic Languages Section; another 
group, called the General Multilingual Section, is 
made up of translators working in the other lan- 
guages, while a further specialized group working in 
several languages is assigned to the Directorate Gen- 
eral of Intelligence and Security, Department of Na- 
tional Defence. In addition to all these Sections which 
translate into English and into foreign languages, 
there is yet another team which translates from poten- 
tially all non-official languages into French. 


The Freelance Operation 

The teams of the Bureau themselves only produce 40 
percent of translations in-house. This demonstrates 
that a large part of the workload is assigned to free- 
lances who are paid by the word. The work is distrib- 
uted to the freelances on the basis of language and 
translation ability, specialized subject knowledge, and, 
of course, only when needed, since the demand for 
translation of certain languages occurs only oc- 
casionally. 


The freelances, furthermore, are not entirely left to 
their own devices. Even though they are chosen very 
carefully on the basis of their knowledge of one or 
more languages besides English or French, this 
knowledge does not necessarily guarantee that a per- 
son can be a good translator. Staff members therefore 
often have to do some coaching to ensure that their 
work meets Bureau standards, and invite them from 
time to time to come to the office to discuss problem 
areas. Furthermore, the freelances are encouraged to 
stay in close touch with the language group which 
uses their services, checks their work and makes sure 
of its quality. 


Terminological Research 

As a by-product of their work, the translators develop 
and accumulate a valuable store of specialized termi- 
nology which becomes extremely useful to them. 
Once it is established, this documentation makes it 
possible to produce glossaries or small dictionaries on 
a multiplicity of specialized subjects. In the official lan- 
guages, terminological research is well advanced and 
has permitted the Translation Bureau to create a com- 
puterized terminology bank containing hundreds of 
thousands of English and French terms. The partici- 
pation in this work by the Multilingual Services leads 
to the prospect that certain terminologies in other lan- 
guages will be entered in the bank and will also be 
published as specialized glossaries. 


International Relations 

The Multilingual Services also participate actively in 
the relations which the Translation Bureau maintains 
with various national and international organizations. 
Noteworthy in this regard are the close relations main- 
tained with the administration of the Federal Republic 
of Germany, where among others, the Bundesspra- 
chenamt (Federal Languages Office) exchanges both 
personnel and information with the Translation Bu- 
reau. Thus, by means of microfiches, Canada has ac- 
cess to the German Languages Office terminology 
bank of more than 800,000 word-pairs (English- 
German, German-English, French-German, German- 
French and Russian-German, German-Russian). 


Multilingual Interpretation 

In the area of multilingual interpretation, the Transla- 
tion Bureau employs a small team of some ten per- 
sons. This service, which is separate from the one in- 
volved in translation, uses the skills of many freelance 
interpreters in addition to doing the work themselves. 


Whether official conferences held in Canada are con- 
cerned, visits of important personalities coming from 
other countries, or Canadian missions abroad, the 


_team assures the provision of simultaneous or con- 


secutive interpretation. 


The freelance interpreters must meet certain quality 

standards in their work and are called upon to serve 

as needed, based upon their working languages and 
their areas of specialized knowledge. 


Information 
To obtain further information on the Multilingual 
Translation Services, 
please telephone (819) 997-1820 or write to 
Multilingual Translation Services 
Translation Bureau 
Secretary of State Department 
Ottawa, Ontario 
K1A OM5 


To obtain further information on the Multilingual Inter- 
pretation Services, please telephone (613) 996-0994 
or write to 

Multilingual Interpretation Service 

Translation Bureau 

Secretary of State Department 

Ottawa, Ontario 

K1A OM5 
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